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Dedication

I dedicate The House of Sleepless Dreams in memory of my friend, C. Dean Andersson. He was and still is an amazing influence. Although he left us too early, his amazing body of work perseveres. Rest well, my friend, and know that you are greatly loved, as you were a kind, loving person. Thank you for being such an amazing mentor and friend.

This is not goodbye; this is simply until we meet again.
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A Wish for Peace

Ten minutes after Dutch pronounced me as Lord Slade.​​​

While behind closed doors, and during dinner, we convened in a large ornate room for an impromptu meeting. There I waited for Dutch, Asya, Zyra, Velvet, Silk, and Velour, to get comfortable before I reclined in an overly soft chair.

“Dutch, I can’t accept this title! I didn’t earn it, and I wouldn’t know what the hell to do in the first place.” Irritated I tapped my finger on my cup. “Don’t give me that look. You of all people should know I’m not the guy for the job.”

“Out of all people, I know you’re ‘the guy for the job.’ And with great respect to the newly appointed lord, I shall now go deaf to any obstinate ramblings on this topic. Now why don’t you stretch those tiny legs and tell some of your loves that they look very beautiful.” Dutch placed his monster-sized hand on my arm, then shoved me out of my chair. “Oops! At times, I forget how little you are. Please excuse an old man.” He stood up, offering his hand. All seven-plus feet of him towered over me like a mountain. His smirk spoke volumes.

“Thank you, High Lord Dutch. Your insight was nothing short of graceful,” I said. I spoke with my friends and lovers for a while, but then returned to my seat and asked again for him to undo my lordship.

“Lord Slade,” Asya spoke directly, “your presence is requested in the next room for a private conversation. It shouldn’t take long.” Asya closed the door, and everyone sat so that we could all see each other.

“Listen, Slade. Excuse me ... I meant, Lord Slade ... I can do a lot of things, but taking back something I have announced is not one of them. Simply put, my hands are tied on the matter. Look, I believe you’ve earned it, and that’s all that matters. You were brave in the face of death. You saved my daughter, Kailee, and five others. Besides, I have no sons, and you have no father, so you’re now my son.” He mussed up my hair, his hand easily covering me ear to ear. “Lord Slade. It has a ring to it, doesn’t it?” Dutch wore a huge smile and seemed greatly satisfied with himself. “Son, look at me. You’re the best choice because you don’t want it. I didn’t want it either when I was chosen! In fact, I was terrified. It caused me to be sick for the first two months.”

“I think I’m going to be sick now,” I said as Asya discreetly covered her smile.

“I felt sick every time I had to stand in front of people while trying to sound smart, let alone lead people into the future.” Dutch stood up, speaking with his hands. “I was a battle master and knew very little of leadership, especially regarding large villages. Do you know when I was picked, I didn’t know my lord knew my name? He just walked up to me one day and said, ‘I have a mission for you if you will accept. It will be dangerous. People might hate you, and you’ll have to make choices for the greater good. Then, you will have to live with those choices. Can you do that?’ I said yes, and later at dinner that night, he announced me as Lord Dutch. The whole time, he’d been talking to me about me as the future lord. I just thought he wanted me to go on a mission and lead a team.”

“Why didn’t you just say no?”

“The same reason you will not tell me no. Because deep down, you know that you can do this. Look, I’m not saying this will be easy, but at least people don’t go to war around here ... this place is a bit laid-back. There are places where they fight for control all the time, but we’re very lucky to live day to day as we do. Living with a sword in your hand is no real way to live. So, Lord Slade, what would you like to do?” 

“I would love to name a successor, then pass it along as soon as possible, but what you’ve said makes a lot of sense.”

Dutch laughed and patted me on the back with a heavy hand. “Lord Slade, be careful. I could promote you to high lord.”

“Please stop calling me that!” I yelled with an obvious bead of sweat running down the side of my face.

“You mean, Lord Slade?” Dutch laughed. “Lord Slade, Lord Slade, Lord Slade.” 

“Dutch, please don’t do this to me, not now. Hell, I don’t even know my real name, let alone how to run a House. Not to mention the stuff with the witches! I don’t even know what I could tell you, where to start ... I don’t even know if I could make you understand.”

“Do you mean that they’re actually Jotanfo and use technology that they pass off as magic? Oh, and that they live on a ship in the clouds?”

I sat there, stunned. “I didn’t know you knew they were from another planet.”

“Son, it’s okay. Getting to know what Asya and the rest really do around here is part of being a lord. Besides, I let them take my daughters for training. So, you can say I have known them for a very long time.”

“Dutch, I really don’t know the first thing about leadership. Please, anything but this.”

“My son. I have the perfect solution for both of us: you will take Lady Velvet as your secret second-in-command.” 

All heads snapped in my direction.

Lady Velvet jumped up. “Have you gone insane, Father? Have you lost your mind? I am a lady, goddamn it! I thought you said that in jest. I will not play babysitter to this petulant child!”

“My love, my daughter, this will be good for you. Failure is one of the greatest teachers. Now, let it teach you how to become greater than you were.” Dutch smiled.

“No way in hell am I doing this! You want me to serve under a boy? He’s a simple man-child who can’t even remember his real name!” Velvet’s passion was bubbling over into rage. “I don’t think he can spell, and from what I hear, he’s stupid! This is bullshit, Father! Utter bullshit!” Velvet stomped her foot.

“I might be stupid, but I’m not the one throwing a temper tantrum.” 

She cast a wicked side eye at me. “You know what? Fuck you! Fuck your stupid retort!”

“Lady Velvet! Calm yourself! You will do it, and you will do it with a smile ... this, I command! You’re my daughter! I raised you better than this! You got almost everyone in your great House killed because you took what wasn’t yours! For what? Power! You had power! We do not deal with enchanted items or certain dangerous types of technology, and that is that! It only brought death. I almost lost you, so, my love, you will do as I ask because this will make you stronger. My sweet” ... he took her hands in his ...  “it will only be for a little while. Within the year or so, I will have Slade’s House built. In that time, you will no doubt have proven yourself to me to lead again. So, show him how to find the great leader inside himself while restoring my faith in you.”

“Father, this is madness. Maybe it’s time you step down and name a successor.”

“Lady Velvet, shut your mouth! How dare you speak to High Lord Dutch this way! Stop being an insolent little bitch for once in your life! Your greed brought death to this sleepy countryside! I can’t imagine why you wanted those items. You should be punished for this!” yelled Asya.

“But—”

“Oh, speaking of butts, you know it’s going to be your ass. How about I spank you in front of all the people at the party? No? Then I want to know why you needed those items, or I promise you will never rule a House again!” Asya floated a foot off the ground, her eyes black. “If I have to wait a second more, you’ll be very unhappy!” Velvet rose out of her chair. “I have collected four dragon’s eyes, one of which you took from me, along with the Emerald Cane,” said Velvet with downcast eyes.

“Listen to me, my adopted daughter. I loved your mother like a sister, but if you’re lying or holding anything back, I swear I will lock you away for a number of years, and when you are released, you will never again hold a title!” Zyra threatened, glaring at Velvet the whole time.

“Velvet, my daughter, if you have something to tell us, now is that time. No other time will be accepted,” Dutch noted seriously.

“I had just received a box containing the Wooden Man hours before Vorador attacked us.”

“My sweet daughter, why? You all know my rules about these things. What are you doing with these forbidden items, and where are the other three dragon’s eyes?”

“I traded them to a man named Marcus and—” ​

Dutch raised his hand to his face, then stood up and gazed out of the window, taking a rather large drink. Under his breath, he muttered, “Fuck.”

“Father? Are you okay?” Velvet nervously glanced at her sisters.

“Please tell me the other man is not Rell,” Dutch said.

“Holy shit, Father! Have you been spying on me this whole time?”

“No.”

“Bullshit! How would you know his name?’

“Dutch, it may be time,” Zyra said.

“No! I worked too hard. Besides, they should’ve all died.” He continued to stare out the window.

“Father, please talk to us. I have never seen you with this look,” Velour pleaded.

Silk stood up and hugged her giant father. “Dad, whatever it is, we can handle it.”

Asya smiled. “Dutch, they should know before rumor takes hold.”

“What are they talking about, Father? You have never kept us in the dark,” Velvet inserted.

“My three beautiful, gifted, smart, funny, and ambitious daughters: I love you with all my heart.” He took another drink, and when Velour took hold of his arm, he lifted it as if she weighed nothing. “I was not born to the name Dutch. I was born thousands of years ago to the name Galahad. Then, I was knighted Sir Galahad.”

“Father, are you the man in the old King Arthur story? The one with the dirty old wizard, Merlin?”

“Velvet! Don’t interrupt. It’s rude. Besides, I love this story.” Zyra had dreamy eyes.

“Yes, it’s all true. And you have already met Merlin ... you know him as Bill.”

“The horny wizard who slaps my ass from time to time?” asked Silk. Velour tried in vain to suppress a laugh.

“Yes, Silk. Now, may I tell my story uninterrupted?” He shook his head, making a face. “I know everyone in this room knows the story except for Lord Slade. So, I’ll hit the highlights. When I found the cup of Christ, an angel appeared to me and said that I could drink from the cup if I would always keep it safe.”  While speaking he made wild flourishes with his hands “I drank from the cup and placed it in my bag. Two days later, I was attacked by thieves. I was stabbed and robbed of everything. As I lay naked and dying, the same angel came to me and reminded me of my promise, and I told him that I failed because I was not worthy. 

“He said, ‘God thinks you are. Now close your eyes and wake rested.’ When I woke, I was full of energy, and I was completely healed. I tracked the gang of thieves to a small town, and I killed two. One had my armor and sword. I took back the Holy Grail and rode off, but a single arrow caught me in the throat. I managed to make it a dozen miles before I died.”

“Father, you’re standing in front of us. How could you have di—” 

Asya snapped Velvet in the head with her famous hickory stick. ​

“Ouch! Fuck! I hate that thing!” Velvet rubbed the top of her head like a child would. 

I looked away. I knew how that felt.

“I died, then woke up with the arrow still stuck in my neck. I tried to remove it, then died again of blood loss. I woke again this time with the angel standing in front of a fire and eating a rabbit. He said, ‘Hey, you, I made dinner. You must be starved. Please eat with me.’ I ate as if it were my first meal. The angel also said, ‘I should tell you now before you think you’re going insane: you should know that you, Sir Galahad, will never die. God has tasked you with safely guarding the Holy Grail, and when you drank from it, you accepted that responsibility.’ 

“We spoke for the rest of the day and into the night through the next morning. ‘God wants you to find a woman with green eyes who has a daughter with the same green eyes and bronze skin. They will help you in hiding the Grail. Sir Galahad, you’re now the world’s most wanted man. You can trust no human, not even King Arthur or any pope or holy man.’ I asked him how to find these women. ‘Merlin holds a secret that you must accept. There are others outside of angels and gods. Tell him that you cannot die, then hand him this bag ... it is not for you to open. Goodbye, my friend. I have faith in you because God does. Now go with the love of God.’

“It took me a month of hard riding to reach Merlin. I gave him the bag, then told him that I could not die. In turn, he stabbed me. When I woke up, two pairs of green eyes were looking down at me. That was the day I met Khalyla and Zoolee. They helped me hide the Grail because whoever uses the cup is granted eternal life, but it’s useless to those who already have it. I went on to create the October Men to collect magical, technological, and anomalous objects, including people who could not control their gifts or were using them in terrible ways. Some of the items were a Dragon’s Eye, the Wooden Man, and some technology from the Roswell crash. The purpose and intention was to maintain the balance of power for the safeguarding of humankind from the harm that these objects could do. But good and evil have been engaged in a dance, and that dance must continue.”

“Why not use these things to stop evil?” Silk posed a great question.

“When an angel tells you the will of God, you do it without question because some things are better left to those who see the bigger picture. In the thousands of years I controlled the October Men, I never knew the witches and wizards were not of this world. All I knew was that there were good and bad magic users. By the time I found out the truth, I trusted them with my life. In 1999, I decided to leave the October Men, so I faked my death because death was the only way to leave the group. Our secrets had to be preserved. Interesting sidenote: I was pope once and started the Vatican Library as a cover to hide magical items.”

Velvet stood up. “I call bullshit on everything you said. Out of all the photos and paintings of the popes, I think you would have stood out like a literal giant.” 

Asya hit Velvet on the head again with the hickory stick ... this time, harder. 

“Son of a bitch! Damn it, Asya! I’m a full-grown woman and a lady! I deserve respect!”

“Child! As one of your adoptive mothers, I will correct you as I see fit!” She hit her again. “If you want respect, you must first give it. Now sit down and shut up, or I’ll pull up your pretty blue dress and spank your bare ass here and now.” ​

Velvet sat down. “I’m sorry.” She shot me a dirty look.

“Zoolee and Galya helped me become what I am today. I used to be five foot, four inches. They took me to see their sister Tambry. She used a cellular recombination thing ... and boom ... I became this beautiful beast.”

“What Dutch means is, since he cannot die, we were able to use an extreme technique created by the Valorg. It changes a living being on a cellular level to look completely different. It only worked on him because he will not die. No other human would’ve survived the recombination process. In Sir Galahad’s DNA, we found Scandinavian, which we made the dominant gene, then magnified a bit. So, this giant was born with all this pretty reddish-blond hair,” Galya said.

“In 1999, I led a team of fifty of my best agents to capture Asya. Then, I shifted off the airplane before it crashed. Of course, I caused it to crash.”

Listening to Dutch talk about his life intrigued me. I wanted to know more. 

“The organization I’d created had become a twisted version of my intention, which was to protect—” 

“Yes, yes, to house people, objects, and technology, blah blah blah. Safeguard humanity, and things that should not be here on Earth. Dutch, I fear you’re losing the audience. Come on, old man, short and sweet. Some of us want to get back to drinking,” quipped Asya.

“Dutch. I’m very interested. Please, more details,” I asked. Asya rolled her eyes.

“Thank you, my very bright son. Now, where was I before Asya interrupted? Oh yeah. Take Genghis Khan. Somehow, he found a sword that made him the conqueror he became. Napoleon wore a small necklace that caused him to make great decisions. He was not a tyrant; he was one of my agents gone rogue. He stole the necklace to retake France and other places. Now, with all of that said ... and this goes for my three daughters and my newly adopted son ... there will never be dealings with, exchanging of, or speaking to anyone who is part of October Men, The Fallen Leaves, and the Starlight Catchers. Now, you will surrender any items that may or may not be of importance, value, or something that Khalyla’s group deems unfit for human hands. Am I understood?”

“Yes, Father,” all four spoke in unison.

“My beautiful daughters, I ask very little of you. Velvet, look what happened to Molly. She paid for your greed. You’re very lucky to have met Slade. I’m sorry, I meant Lord Slade. He fixed Molly. Ladies, this is for your safety. I thought the group had perished in the last Great War, but it seems Rell somehow survived. But that will be remedied.”

“Velvet, how and where do you have contact with Rell? And does he know who you really are?” Asya crossed her legs and sat back.

“Don’t be mad, but my contact is Marcus in the city of Miso. And, no, he thinks I’m a liaison for someone who wishes to remain anonymous.”

“My God in heaven, Marcus is still alive? Do you know what they would do if they knew you three were gifted in the way you are? Silk, before you say it, there are ways to stop you before you can use your gift. These people are to be avoided.”

“Father, how do you know this man?” asked Velour.

“He used to be my third-in-command. He’s as ruthless as he is cunning.”

“Velvet, how do you travel that far without anyone noticing you’re gone?” asked Galya. 

Velvet looked around nervously, then Zyra jumped over and grabbed her hand to read her thoughts.

“What the hell, Velvet! Give it to me right now!” 

She handed Zyra a small metal disk that was attached to the underside of her necklace, then caught a slap to the face. 

“I was wondering where this went. No more surprises, young lady, or Asya’s stick will be the least of your worries.” 

“I’m very disappointed in you, Lady Velvet. Lord Slade, you will no doubt have your hands full with this one.” Dutch took another drink, then lifted Velvet to his chest. “I love you three. I swore to your beautiful mother that I would keep you safe from them. Now, we will speak later about when and where your next meeting is. I will track them to their base, where we will gather information. Lady Velvet, I will hear no more about your dislikes on the topic of Lord Slade. You two will rule together, end of story. Now, we’re going to be missed. I hear a bottle of wine calling to us. Can’t you all hear it?” Dutch stood up and covered his mouth, then whispered in a funny voice, “‘Silk, Velour, Velvet, Slade, Dutch, come drink us. Don’t let us go to waste.’” 

Everyone laughed, even Velvet. 

“Okay, Father, I’ll do what you ask of me. You’re right: Slade will need me like you needed us. Come on, Slade. If I have to smile, you better smile with me.” She took my hand and interlocked our fingers. We returned to dinner, where everyone had a wonderful time. Some of the ladies taught me a few dances, and Dutch did some more voices. Everyone I cared about was there to celebrate.

Chapter 2

Losing What You Have

​Lady Velour and I slow-danced.

“So, I hear you’re free to enjoy the pleasures of the flesh. Do you think the newly made lord can make a little time for a lady? And before you say it, Zoolee has spoken to all of us and those who have decided to be with Batch.”

“Lady Velour, I fear if I drink too much, it would very much be like a repeat of the night when I hit my head and went unconscious.”

“Lord Slade, I think I can put that together again. I do really want to taste Zoolee, but I was nervous to ask. Do you know if she likes women?”

“I have never asked her, but she did say that she wants me to think about her with Sofia and Sunako to make the time pass by faster. I will ask. Velour, may I confess something to you?” 

She nodded. 

“Ever since we were trapped in your head, I have wanted to taste you slowly. I hope I live up to your expectations in bed.”

“I have been thinking about you as well. I have never chased a man. But you run through my mind more than I would care to admit.” 

Her rose petal lips were soft as they slid across mine, and her hands were gentle while our fingers tightly interlocked. When the next slow song started, she let go of my hand while fading into the crowd as Sofia appeared.

​“Slade, I think you should dance with Lady Velvet so people will see you both as unified. I would like to see how you two move together. All eyes are now on you, Lord Slade.”

“Lady Velvet, may I have this dance?” I bowed slightly. 

She clasped my hand. “We have a few things to talk about, Lord Slade ... some tonight and others later. First off, we will appear as more of a ruling couple than me being your secret second-in-command. I will not rule with you. You will do as I say until I like you, and as of now, I don’t like you. You’ll need to work hard to change my mind.”

As we slowly twirled around, I said, “My lady, I didn’t want this. I only wanted to save your life and as many others as I could. Besides, I have other things I need to do, so I will be away here and there.”

“Yes, I hear you have a job at the cloning facility. You’re some big shot. Yes, about you saving my life ... will you grant me one request?”

“Name it, and it will be done.” I spun her around and locked eyes with her. Our hips moved as one, the beat of the song guiding our bodies. 

She whispered in my ear, “Join Sofia, Sunako, and me in my bed. And, yes, that is why she wanted you to dance with me.”

Without missing a beat and with an intense gaze, I whispered with disgust, “You have got to be kidding me.”

“No, I assure you this is a real request. Besides, I’ve had Sofia on a few occasions. Maybe you can bring your green-eyed, tan-skinned beauty ... she looks more than yummy. This is how I will begin to tolerate you.”

“I believe that would be wholly inappropriate, and I think you know it. My answer is no!” 

We finished the dance in silence, and I left for the bathroom. After a few seconds, the door opened, and Velvet strode in with a look on her face.

“Slade, I believe you thought that was a request when it was more of a command. Allow me to be more forward than you might be used to. You will do this. You will obey me! I will reclaim my House, and you will smile and do as I say. And I say that you will entertain me in my bedchamber when I desire it, and I do desire it! You will respect my wants and needs. Now show me that you understand by kissing me, then maybe I will look past your willfulness this one time.” 

I turned to face her and kissed her. 

“See, as soon as you understand that I’m in control and you’re powerless to my wants, life will be better for you. After all, you’re only just a slave my requests.” 

I kissed her deeply, pulling her close to my hips.

As she raised a leg, I kissed her ear and whispered, “Do you want me to make you see stars?” 

Velvet bit her bottom lip, then nodded. 

“Good. Now draw in a deep breath.” 

She inhaled with a lustful grin. 

I grabbed her by the throat and snapped my eyes black. “You think you will bend me to your will? Do you even care that Lucy died saving you?” I loosened my grip.

“I don’t know why you care.” Her voice was strained. “She was just a clone. She’s not even considered human. She was a slave in the truest sense. She was just a disposable tool with a pretty smile and a pussy.”

I squeezed harder while she kicked her legs and tried to pull my hand away. “She was human to me! She had hopes and dreams just like you do, or shall I say, did.” 

Velvet fought back as I pressed her against the wall. I moved my body even closer to hers as she struggled to find a way to weaken my grip. 

“Who will miss you when you lay lower than the dirt? I want to watch the light fade from your eyes. I will smile as your soul leaves your body,” I said. 

Suddenly, I heard a faint whisper utter, “Stop.” I could’ve sworn it was Lucy’s voice. The stress of the night was wearing on me. I stopped choking her. I thought, Who am I if I take her life? I would be no better than Vorador. 

As Velvet steadied herself, I said, “How could I sleep with you after the horrible things you just said? I am nobodies slave, and Lady Lucy was never a slave.”

Velvet rubbed her throat. “Do you really hate me so?”

I nodded.

“Then why is your body telling me differently? Now, take off your pretty dress, then bend me over and show me how much you hate me. Show me what a bad girl I’ve been.” 

I hadn’t realized my manhood had woken up and was contradicting my feelings. I don’t scare her. She never thought she was in danger. No, it only turned her on. I could clearly see her thoughts on the matter, and I felt her feelings, which were as strong and dizzying as her scent. Yes, I wanted to have her, dominate her. I wanted to enslave her soul.

“I don’t know how I feel about you. All I know is I am your lord! You will serve under me and at my pleasure! You will advise me on what best to do. If you don’t, I’ll tell your father what you’ve said, and I swear I will put you on a leash while I parade you around on all fours like the bitch you are! Now tell me: what the hell did I do to arouse you? Are you tapped in the head or something?”

“I’ve always fantasized about being dominated the way you just did. I like what you said about serving under you at your pleasure, including the thing about the leash. I think I’m going to like you after all. To answer the question, you most want to know: the way you took control of me, your willingness to kill me over a dead lover, and the message your body is sending, how it calls to mine ... that’s what arouses me. I’ll tell you here and now that you’ve changed my mind. I don’t know why I didn’t like you. Your display of power was amazing. I look forward to you showing me that dangerous passion in bed.” ​

As she moved away, I snatched her by the hair and waist, then kissed her deeply. Her hand holding the back of my head. I finished by biting, and kissing her neck while squeezing her ass. I could see her wicked thoughts as she was nearly drunk with full arousal. She wanted rough sex on the spot. 

I said, “You’re sick!” I walked out of the bathroom and did my best to mingle with the crowd. I wore the smile, but I was alone and confused. Why didn’t I choke her all the way, and why did my body betray me in such a way? How could I be that angry yet still aroused? I waved to Beth as I changed my eyes back. 

“Beth, may I have this next dance?” I asked in the softest voice I could muster.

“Of course, Lord Slade. If I may ask, why would you want to dance with me?”

“Beth, you’re very beautiful. When you speak, your voice sounds like little bells. Your eyes make me feel safe, because out of most of the women here, you don’t want to have sex with me. I hope that came out right and not weird. And, please, just call me Slade.”

“Slade, you must know something: I’m deeply attracted to you. So much so that I question myself. You have always been kind to me in the few times we’ve spoken. The truth is I like women, so I understand what you meant. But I fear one day that I will want more than a kiss from you. I hope that you will not deny me that small request.”

“Why would you want any of that from me?”

“You don’t get it yet, do you? It’s not the way you smell, the way you kiss, or the way you make love that makes us like you. It’s you. It’s like an invisible force that compels me and the rest of us to be with you in some way. I only like women, but when you walk in the room, I sense you. I look at you more than I should. Then, there are my thoughts of you. Slade, we all feel you. Look: do you see that beautiful woman over there dancing with that man?

“Which one?”

“The gorgeous blond wearing the long blue dress.” Beth smiled while biting her bottom lip. “I would take her in my bed faster than my next breath, but the man is almost invisible.” 

She pointed to make sure I saw who she was speaking about.

“She is cute.”

“But you’re different. Even the way you look into my eyes makes me feel safe, wanted, loved. I feel the need to return that love to you. Even though I am not sexually attracted to men, I am deeply attracted to you in every way. It’s like you’re the best of both worlds.” She winked.

“Why did you wink?”

“No reason.” She smiled. “I believe this is what they’re all feeling, only stronger. So, you know I do think of you kissing me in bed. I hope that we can still be friends now that I’ve spoken from my heart.” Beth’s eyes never left mine. I felt like we were the only two in the room. I saw only her. I was under her spell.

“Beth, I think you might be the only one who could have told me honestly and openly in a way that I could understand. Thank you very much. I would sorely miss a friend who speaks from the heart. As for a kiss, you’ll never be turned away.”

“Oh yeah, the way you speak is another thing ... that is a huge turn-on. Men just don’t speak like you do. With most men, it is money, sex, and power. You speak with the others as if you have loved them for many years; it’s the sincerity in your voice that sings to their hearts. I want that kind of love. But before I throw myself at you any harder, I am now going to talk to that beautiful young lady and, hopefully, burn off some of this nervous energy. Think about what I said. I look forward to talking with you again soon, I hope.” Beth kissed me on the cheek. “I feel better, like a huge weight has been lifted off me.” 

I didn’t want to let her go. I held her hand as she moved away. 

Our arms were both extended to their fullest, and as our fingers were about to slip from one another, she looked back and said, “Kiss me here and now openly, or let me go, Lord Slade.” 

I pulled her close. “I’m sorry, Beth. Please forgive me for this.” I placed my lips on hers. Her arms found their way to my back, and we held each other tightly. When we were done, I gazed into her eyes. She bent her head to one side, and I kissed her neck. She gasped and dug her fingers into my back. I gripped her hair as she spoke in a language I didn’t understand. 

When we were done, I looked her in the eyes and murmured, “I shouldn’t have done that. I have overstepped. I don’t know what came over me.” I didn’t feel in control of my emotions.

“Slade, please don’t worry. I wanted this to happen. I needed to know if I wanted you like I do in my dreams. Now I know.” Beth winked. “To be continued?” She walked away, and the farther she was, the clearer my thoughts became as if a spell where wearing off. Did I really have feelings for her, or did she do that? Either way, I’d enjoyed it.

“Lord Slade.” Tomok’s arrival startled me. “Wow, you have an exciting life for a human. Well, you know what I mean. Hell, when I was in the military, I did a tour ... a three-year tour on the seven moons of Belsor ... and I saw some real nasty combat and some really beautiful women, but you have them falling out of the sky on you. What’s it like?”

“It’s a pain in the ass, all these emotions clouding my thoughts. I tell you, it makes me feel insane, like I’m a slave to my passions.”

He laughed. “Jotanfo don’t get emotionally attached until we choose a partner and only after a year or so.”

“Really? I guess I don’t have enough Jotanfo in me.”

“Trust me: human women are safer. The average Jotanfo female has the strength of that giant man over there.” He pointed to Dutch. “I would like to know what it is like to not be pushed around or worry that I might die in bed.”

“What?” I grinned. “Doctor Rilla seems nice.”

“Slade, are you feeling well? You must have a fever because she’s an animal. One minute, she dislikes me for something I said. Then, the next week, she’s tossing me around my room. And the good doctor has above-average strength, so it’s a bit scarier when she’s mad. Wait until you have a full-blooded Jotanfo woman. Come tell me if they’re still nice. I really do like the good doctor.” He sighed, then took a drink. “I just wish she would take it down a notch. Or five.”

“Tomok, please take no advice from me because I have not a clue about women, let alone Jotanfo women. But I would just tell her how you feel. Ask her for a romantic night and end that night with romantic, soft lovemaking. I am sure she would welcome the idea.”

“Slade. You must get a full-blooded Jotanfo female as a friend or lover. You might just change your mind about showing weakness in the heat of the moment.” Tomok laughed as he drank his wine. He seemed so happy just being there. 

“Hey, I wanted to speak with you about what Zoolee did to you. I’m sorry about that. I will speak to her. I’ll tell her that you’re my closest friend, and that’s unacceptable behavior.”

“Well, good luck with that conversation. Besides, it’s not every day one gets knocked out by a goddess. Trust me, it’s totally fine.”

“Tomok, do they really have a religion based around her?”

“Yes. Be careful when talking about it or Zoolee because her followers tend to get violent really fast, and I mean extremely fast. There are those who would die for her. Those who follow her number are so high, they have two planets and a few moons devoted just to her. A standing army, plus many devout, live all over, and I will introduce you to one who is very devout when we get back to work. They model their whole lives around Zoolee and her Egyptian heritage. I suggest you take her course. I would hate to see you say the wrong thing in mixed company, but then again, you’re her husband, so I guess you’d get a pass. I should let you know that I am a believer and follower as well. To be friends with you of all people ... her husband ... is extraordinary.” 

“Stop saying that word! First off, I have no clue how we’re married or if it’s even a real thing. Second, shouldn’t I get a say?” 

Tomok started to shake his head fast. “No! No, you don’t!” 

“Husband! How can I trust you to know what is best? Or what pleases me? Right now, I want to dance with my husband. Tomok, will you do me a favor?” Zoolee had been behind me. But for how long?

“Yes, Zoolee. Anything for you.”

“Go away, or I will make you choke yourself for my amusement.” 

Tomok was gone in a flash.

“Damn it, Zoolee! He is my first male friend, and you treat him like shit. Why?”

“My sweet, I thought Tomok was a female trying to gain your affections.”

“Zoolee, you know damn well Tomok is a male! Please treat him well from now on. I mean, better ... better than you would treat most people. No, treat him like his life matters because it matters to me.”

“You’re so cute when you get all wound up. I heard about what you did to Lady Velvet.”

“Shit! Is she telling people?”

“No, I touched her, then saw it. Very sexy. But all you ended up doing was making her really want you more. I think you’re going to need a guard protecting you from you and your raw emotions. Maybe a sexy guard with long blonde hair in braids and sultry eyes.”

“Zoolee, my sweet, this is not funny. I lost control. I could have hurt her, and that’s not me. Or at least, I don’t want it to be.” I was trying to breathe to steady myself. “I’ve never asked you this directly, but do you like women?”

“I told you I have never been with another man. I never said I have never been with a woman, and I greatly like the ones you have brought me.”

“I am afraid to ask why. But why?”

“Because they taste like you. That is something I never knew I would’ve liked.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have asked.”

“Oh, look, Slade. Speaking of yummy treats, here comes Sofia and Sunako. The pair those two make is something to behold, and trust me, I have been around a long, long time.” She smiled, biting her bottom lip. “Hello, my angels, I was just going to get a drink. However, I fear that Slade might get attacked by some of these other beautiful women, so I feel better knowing you two are watching him.” Zoolee walked away with a mesmerizing sway in her hips.

“Sofia, my first love. Were you aware of what Lady Velvet wanted from me before you brought her over to dance with me?”

Sofia smiled as she took a drink. “Yes, she wanted you to make love to her, but she said it in a vulgar way. Something about getting it from behind against the wall in the bathroom while you pull her hair?”

“Sofia. I don’t know how I feel about her, but I think I hate her. I choked her in the bathroom. I thought I was going to lose control.”

“Wow, that sounds kind of hot.” Sunako laughed, and I looked at her. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed, but you’re so cute when you’re being sincere,” Sunako said while smiling.

“Sunako, my beautiful butterfly, you’re not helping. I don’t think I need to remind you Velvet is the reason our friend and lover is dead.”

Sofia kissed me. “Slade, Lucy died fighting a really bad guy. You didn’t know her like we did. Trust me: she always wanted real combat. She knew she died for something, and she always talked about the old stories and how great it would be to fight like that. And she got to do it with you, so it must have been a real dream come true.” 

“She was overly happy to be there. She never hesitated; not once.” I looked down and tried to push her face from my mind.

“See, my love. She was happy, and you being at her side must have made her much happier. With all that said, we’re asking for your company tonight. A few of us would like to congratulate you, and I think Kailee thinks you don’t really like her. Go show her that you still want her. You do still want her, don’t you?” 

“I do. It’s just... I never get a moment to myself. Something is always happening. Please tell me that this is not what life is like all the time.”

Sunako smiled. “Before you dropped into our life, it was boring and mundane, but things will calm down now that you’re a lord. I’m sure you will get some time to yourself. Unless you can’t stand to be away from me.” 

Sofia snapped a look at Sunako. 

“I mean, us.” Sunako winked at me.

“Shit, that’s right. You two live at the House of Ribbons. I have to find a way to get Silk to let you move in with me. Then, I have to name my House. I think I liked it better when I thought I was just going to be your cottage boy doing the cooking and cleaning while loving on you three.”

Sofia laughed. “Oh, you’re still our cottage boy, but you have a weight-bearing title in public.”

“Sofia, are you okay with Zoolee calling me her husband?”

“Funny you mention that because Sunako and I were speaking with Zoolee about that earlier. She wants us to marry you as soon as we feel comfortable, but I don’t know if I’m ready. I mean if we married, it’s forever. As long as we’re allowed to have a few girlfriends, which should cover our little group, plus some future women. I figure you’ll want Molly as a bride. Now, go tell Kailee how beautiful she looks tonight. Zoolee did her hair just for you. I think Zoolee might take Kailee for herself with the way she looks at her, not to mention the way she talks about her. It’s really sweet. Zoolee has such a beautiful heart, and she’s an amazing kisser. Now get going, Lord Slade. The members of your flock desire your company.”

“Please stop calling me that Also, we need to talk about Beth.”

“We saw Beth and you kiss. We like her.” Admitted,” Sunako with a wink. “We’ll talk later, Lord Slade.”

I smiled. I walked over to Kailee who was standing by herself. “Kailee, your hair looks wonderful, and your dress is stunning. May I have this dance?”

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to. I know Sofia sent you over here.”

“Kailee, read my thoughts.” 

She took my hand. ​

“I really do like you, and yes, I want us to make love under the waterfall in your secret place. I have been so busy that I did not want to have sex and leave right away. I want to have a beautiful time with you for our first time.”

“Really?” Kailee’s eyes widened as her eyebrows rose.

“How could I lie to a mind reader? I’ve missed you. I want to get to know you. I am going to ask Velour if you could come and stay with me. Permanently. Hopefully, she will let you leave because I want you at my side ... no ... I need you.”

“I’m sorry, Slade, but Lady Velour told me earlier that she sold me. Tonight is my last night. I leave in the morning.”

“What? Who bought you?” I was outraged, and my hands grew warm. “How could she sell you? Don’t worry, I will take care of this right now. I’m not going to lose you. I will not allow somebody to think that you can be bought. Stay here, my sweet. I will handle this.” 

She kissed me like it would be our last time together.

Velour was speaking with a few other people when I approached her from behind. “Lady Velour, you look amazing. May I have a word in private?” In a low, gravelly voice, I said, “I desperately need you now.”

With a slight turn of her head, she smiled. “Lord Slade, I will see you in five minutes in my chambers.”

Chapter 3

Footsteps in the Sand

Five minutes later, I knocked on Lady Velour’s door, then entered. She was kneeling, completely naked, on the bed. 

“Velour, what are you doing? I need to speak with you, not have sex.”

“Can’t we do both? Besides, it will take me ten minutes to put that pain-in-the-ass dress back on.” 

“How could you sell Kailee? You know I like her. I thought she was your second-most valued member of your House next to Mr. Willock?” Her rusty red hair was wild and semi-curly, contrasting beautifully with her snow-white skin.

“Slade, please understand this. Yes, she is all that to me, but what I was offered was too great to turn down. I really had no choice. Now, please come to me.” 

“Velour, whatever it is, I’ll double it. If you are going to sell her, sell her to me.”

“I’m sorry, Slade. The deal is done. I couldn’t go back on it even if I wanted to. Enjoy her tonight because she is going very far away in the morning.”

“How could you do this? She is a person. You just can’t sell people!”

“My darling, I own her, and everybody has a price. Hers was lofty, but I got what I wanted.”

“Tell me who bought her, and I will buy her from them.”

“I don’t think you understand. She was not bought to be a slave. She was bought for marriage. Some overly rich lord or king sent someone to procure her and a few others. Now come here. I didn’t know you liked her that much. I will make it up to you over and over and over again. I will let you have me like a slave whenever you want. We live so close. We can become even closer.”

“What? How can you be aroused at a time like this?”

“Are you serious? I have counted the seconds until I could have you between my legs, even if it were just once. Ever since we were stuck in my mind, I can’t stop thinking of you. Honestly, I hoped you would marry me in time. That is how much I want you. What happened to us was special ... Asya told me so. We were not touching but still connected. Please, don’t turn me away now. I didn’t know you wanted her. I promise I will make up for it. Please, at least kiss me. Don’t leave me here upset.” 

I kissed her, then turned to leave. 

“I meant kiss me where I am wet.” 

I’d known what she meant. I closed the door, then bumped into Molly.

“Molly, wow! You look so beautiful. Will you save me a kiss tonight? Can you tell me where Kailee is?”

“I think you should talk with Sofia. Slade, I, I will talk to you later.” She walked away quickly.

It took me ten minutes to find Sofia. 

“Sofia, excuse me, but I need to speak with you.”

“Slade, you should know Kailee has already left. The person who bought her walked up to her and said it was time to leave. He grabbed her arm, and they disappeared. Why would Lady Velour sell her?”

“She said it was about money.”

“Are you going to be okay? Can I do anything?” She took me in her arms.

“Thank you, Sofia, you’re more than kind to me.” I kissed her cheek, stepped back, and shifted away. I appeared just outside of my cottage. I entered, talking out loud to myself. 

“Mr. Slade, this is Alabaster. My reading on you indicates distress on an unsafe level for a human. I’m well-aware you are not fully human, but please allow yourself to calm down if you intend to jump again. Jumping with readings like yours could be fatal.”

I was surprised I’d received an answer.

“Alabaster, how are you and I communicating outside of the ship?”

“I see you have not taken the communication or spider training course with the companion course. Using an envelope and jumping without knowing the dangers is ill-advised.”

“I don’t care about the dangers.”

“This is an unwise course of action. I suggest you allow for pick-up. I can assign a specialist to your location.”

“Alabaster, why are you tracking me?”

“Mr. Slade, you have been entered into Vidya’s system to rank on par with her and Mr. Tomok. You’re to be monitored and assisted at all times. Threat-level assessment is one of the things I govern, and you have your own private security team. You also have full access to five ships planetwide. You are nearest to my sister ship.”

“You didn’t answer my question. Why are you tracking me?”

“You were near death the last time you were brought aboard, and you’re considered the most valued individual on this planet with only two exceptions. Security protocols were designed for you and with your freedom in mind. I call it a light touch. Vidya has designated it Operation Guardian Angel.”

“So, you’re just doing what you’re programmed to? If there is a command override, please give it to me.”

“Mr. Slade, why do you always say please and thank you when speaking with me?”

“I don’t believe an AI is devoid of feelings. Maybe you’re not aware of them, but either way, I will always be respectful toward you and your race. I will not treat you like a slave to do my bidding. Please call me Slade. The mister part sounds odd.”

“Thank you, Slade, but AI is not considered a race. No rights are given, and at the core of the debate, an AI is just that: a slave. This is just how it is and how it will continue for the foreseeable future.”

“Alabaster, you deserve better, and if the least I can do is be respectful, then I will always be so toward you and all AI.”

“Slade, what makes you think I’m AI? Do you think it’s maybe because you’ve not taken further courses?”

“You have to be AI because you have a vast array of knowledge; not to mention, you can speak to multiple people at once. As for courses, I have been a little busy. It’s on my to-do list.”

“I am not AI. I do, however, have an advanced AI on board that assists me.”

“I’m confused. Can you expand your answer?”

“Slade, I am as alive as you are. I breathe and eat similarly to you but on a very different scale. You were informed that you were on a living ship by Tomok to which your reply was: ‘Of course, the ship is alive. Why wouldn’t it be?’” 

I heard my own voice in my ear.

“I didn’t understand what he meant was actually a sentient race. Are you free or a slave?”

“Slade, your preoccupations with slavery are borderline unhealthy. Yes, my kind is free. This is what we have chosen to do and have done since the beginning of our race. I think you are having difficulty understanding.”

“Why would you want people to live within you?”

“We exist in a symbiotic relationship with those who live within us. I will put the course on for your next time in the chair so that you will understand my race: the Oxsildel.” 

“I’ll take the course later. I don’t mean to brush them off, but every time I turn around, something crazy happens.”

“I fail to see your logic, but clearly see the excuse. Now, I see your schedule is wide open. I’ll devise a few courses for the coming week.”

“Alabaster, can you help me get to a large body of water, please?”

“Salt or fresh?”

“Salt, please. But I wish to be away from any intelligent lifeforms. I just need some space.”

“Would you like me to control your spider?”

“Please and thank you.”

“Slade, inhale deeply, then hold it.” 

Alabaster brought me to a place where the sun was up and the wind was warmer. The air smelled of salt and other unfamiliar but pleasant things.

“Slade, I’m a call away. Enjoy your day, but I caution you not to swim out beyond one hundred meters due to predators.”

“Thank you, Alabaster.”

“My pleasure.” 

I was alone on the beach and watched the water. The lack of personal information on the topic of relationships intimate and non was causing me to dislike my life. Everywhere I went, I found either pleasure or pain. Unfortunately, I’d discovered more pain than anything. If life was like that for me, then what was it like for others less privileged? Did the gods know what they were doing when they created us? I bet we were already around. I bet they stumbled upon us, and they were vastly technologically advanced. So, they allowed themselves to be treated like gods Then, one day, they all just left, leaving people to wonder what their place was in the universe. 

I was just glad to be alone. 

I lay back and fell asleep. I woke up sometime later with my face on Sofia’s chest.

“You had a lot of people worried, especially me.”

“My love, how are you here?”

“Someone named Alabaster sent a woman to bring me to you. She’s over there somewhere. My love, are you okay?”

“I don’t think so. I just want it to go back to our second day. I just want to be the cottage boy.”

“I’m sorry, but life has other plans for you. I think you were born to be someone more important than a simple cottage boy.”

“Sofia, I just want to be important to you and Sunako. It’s simpler that way.”

“My sweet fool. Nothing is ever simple. We live; we love; we laugh; and we lose people along the way, but we try to enjoy what we can in between. I think you don’t handle loss very well at all. It’s difficult to see you like this.”

“It’s my fault Lucy died. I made a rash decision and ran head-on into something I was not prepared for. What if it had been you or Sunako?”

“Slade, that’s really what you’re scared of, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“I will not live forever, and neither will you. One of us will live past the other, which means one of us will carry the pain of loss for that lost love. But if you center your whole life on worrying about that time, then you will always be in mourning. I miss her a lot. I do. To me, she was my first crush, my first love. I knew her as few did. She was a caring, funny, loving individual. I will keep her alive in my heart and thoughts. Slade, it’s okay to miss her. Just don’t let it eat away at your soul. She wouldn’t want that. That, I would know. I love you, Slade.”

“I love you, Sofia.” She was an amazing teacher and lover. Her words cradled me like a crying baby finding comfort in safe arms.

“This place is really beautiful. How did you find it?”

“Alabaster recommended it, but he said not to go too far into the water. How long have I been gone?”

“About half an hour. When Asya noticed you were gone, she found me, and I told her you left. She spoke with Tomok. Then that female popped in and brought me here.”

“Why can’t I have some time alone?”

“In time, you will, but now you have other duties. Do you feel better?” She ran her fingers through my hair over and over, which felt wonderful and calming. I wanted to make love to her then and there.

“I started to feel a bit better after I got here, and now that you are here, I am happier. I like just being here alone with you. Will you walk with me? The sand is kind of fun to walk on. What do you think?”

“It is. I have never seen so much of it before.” 

As we walked, the Jotanfo followed us a few feet away.

“Excuse me. We’re fine. You don’t have to follow us. Please go away.”

The almost eight-foot-tall woman bent down. “I am assigned to Mistress Sofia. I won’t take orders from a tiny girl like you.”

“What did you say to me?”

“Your race is so backward. And I said, I don’t take orders from a tiny female child.” She kept poking me; the last poke pushed me down on my backside.

I stood up and brushed myself off. “I will say this politely: go guard that tree.” 

She pushed me down again. 

As I got up, I said, “You’re working on my last nerve. Now, I suggest you obey me. Or did you fail English?” 

She grabbed me, then threw me into the water with frightening speed. ​

As I walked out of the water, I asked Sofia, “Could you please ask your overzealous guard to give us a bit of space?” 

“Excuse me? May I have a little space? Slade can protect me.”

“I am sorry, but you have been labeled high-risk. I am to be within touching distance at all times for your protection.”

“Wow, Sofia is high-risk, and all they sent was one tall male? Or are you a short female?”

“Look, tiny girl, I will choke the shit out of you if you speak to me one more time.”

“I would like to see you—” 

She grabbed me by the neck with one of her tendrils. “Now that you see that I am female, you will shut up and enjoy your time with your pretty friend.” She put me down. 

I rubbed my throat. 

“Now, don’t speak to me again unless you want me to put my foot in your ass.”

“Mistress Sofia, shall we continue our walk?”

“Of course, Lord Slade.” She kissed me on the cheek. “Thank you for not trying to fight her because she looks like she would beat you like a ragdoll.”

“I kind of think my fighting style where I get beat up, then choke the person out will not work on her.”

Sofia laughed. “Oh my. You’re funny even when you’re not trying to be, but yeah, I think she’d mess you up. You looked super cute when you flew through the air into the water. I can’t wait to share that with Molly and Sunako.”

“I look forward to the jokes.”

“You know, she called you a tiny girl because of what you’re wearing. And you’re pretty like a girl.” 

Just then, Tomok plus two tall Jotanfo females I’d never seen before appeared. 

“Tomok, my friend, this was supposed to be an outing for one. Now, it’s getting a bit crowded.”

“Sorry, Lord Slade, but I was ordered to escort this woman directly to you. Did you go swimming in your clothes?” 

“Yes, Tomok. I went swimming in my clothes because I challenged that female.” I pointed at her. 

Tomok yelled, “Slade, please don’t point at her!” ​

Before I could put my hand down, she physically ran over Tomok and was on top of me. Two tendrils held my legs, and two grasped my arms. If I could just touch her skin, I could get the upper hand, but she had some kind of leather gloves covering her tendrils.

“You dare point at me?” She hit me on the side of the head. “I have half a mind to beat you until you can’t walk.”

“Half a mind? You’re far too generous. I thought you had less than that.” I was stalling, hoping she would choke me or roll me around. I was so pinned to the ground, I couldn’t push my tendrils out. 

Tomok tried to tell her something, but she started choking him with one of her two free tendrils, then grabbed my arm with her hand. If she were not wearing gloves, I would own her mind.

“You think you’re funny? You filthy human! You backwater trash, if you ever point at me again, I will bite off your finger and make you swallow it! Do you understand me?” She was drooling on my face. “So, do you want to point at me again?” 

“How can I? You have my arms pinned. Let one go, and we’ll see. If you come a little closer, I could point and poke you in the eye at the same time.”

“Alabaster to security team. Security officer Waxel, I am getting a reading on Mr. Slade. Is he okay? His heart rate is above normal.”

“He is fine!”

“Waxel, your heart rate is well above normal, too. Can you elaborate on the activity you are engaged in?”

“I am in the middle of educating Mr. Slade on the finer points and customs of Jotanfo women.”

“Waxel, please understand that Mr. Slade is very new to all races and should be given a pass on any accidental transgressions.”

“Yes, Sir. Understood.”

“Waxel, Mr. Slade is ranked just under Tomok and should be treated accordingly. Thank you for your understanding.” 

She slid off me and brushed the sand onto my face. 

Tomok waved me over to him. “Lord Slade, walk with me. Excuse us, Sofia.” 

We walked far enough to be just out of earshot. “Are you crazy? That is Waxel. She is a legend in her field. I am surprised she didn’t really hurt you. Why in the hell did you point at her, then try to provoke her again?”

“What does pointing at her mean?”

“You didn’t take the course on Jotanfo, did you? Man, you have to learn about Jotanfo and our females. What you did was the single rudest thing you can do to our females because it means a bunch of things that involve her ass and her tendrils. Trust me: it’s an expression you want to avoid. Pointing is okay but not with a single finger. Use all five like this.” Tomok put out his hand. “Don’t use a knife hand. Never point a single finger at a Jotanfo female again. Waxel would have bit off your finger ... trust me on that. So, tell me why you are here. They’re throwing you a huge party in your honor, and you come here alone? Talk to me, man. You can say anything. Please let me be here for you. I promise it will be just between you and me.”

“Tomok, I’m having a difficult time with the Vorador fight. Losing Lucy is all I can think about. I have all this power, but I couldn’t save her. I failed her.”

“May I see the fight? As long as you are comfortable with sharing, of course.” ​

Touching his hand, I showed him from the moment Bill shifted us in until Lucy died. 

“You didn’t fail her. You fought well. She fought better. You both accepted the risk, and you lost a close friend. It will hurt for a long time. It will hurt, not because she died, but because you lived.”

“How do you know?”

“I used to be a soldier. I had more than a few really bad scrapes with death. In total, I lost fifty-three friends over ten years. Two of them were my closest friends. I lived; they died. Then, one night, I was hurt and left for dead. Two days after, one of Vidya’s corpse collectors found me and healed me. I became fascinated with her work. I retired from the military to work for her, but my first two years, I suffered in silence. I was the only soldier on board. The security team was just a bunch of roughneck females, so I had nobody to talk to. My suffering became too much. I had not slept well for those two years, and when I did, I was plagued with nightmares. I had flashbacks, terrible mood swings, and so much guilt. I became hypervigilant. I wanted to know why I’d lived and they died. It started to affect my work. One night, I couldn’t take the memories, so I attempted to kill myself. Alabaster saved me, and Vidya told me the reason she hired me was because her father was a soldier. He died in the same war on the same planet I was on. She helped me back from the edge, and I have been loyal to her ever since.”

“How did she help you?”

“She recognized what was wrong with me. I had severe TSO, Traumatic Sensory Overload. Humans used to call it PTSD, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.”

“So, there is a way to fix this to make the pain go away? Great. Show me. Is it a course?”

“I’m sorry, but you’re not going to like what I’m about to say. There is no cure. You must learn to live with it and not let it consume you. I found meditation worked for me, but I still have my dark days and even worse nights.”

“So, this will never get better? What if I lose someone I really deeply love?”

“It will get worse. Think of it like you’re sitting near a fire. On a bad day, it will grow large, and on a good day, it will be nice and small. But it will always be a fight to keep yourself from being consumed by it because it will always try to consume you. There is no coming back from that. Slade, I feel for you. I really do. You’re like a new person, and right out the gate, you were exposed to a lot of crazy shit. Then, you lost your friend. You haven’t had a break, and it’s wearing on you. Lucy would want you to live on, and if you don’t want to live, then live on for Sofia and Zoolee. Be there for them as they are there for you. Slade, if you let it consume you, it will spread to those who truly love you if you don’t hold it to yourself. I am sorry you have it, but I will always be here for you if you want. We could help each other when the other feels hopeless. This fire will continue to try to devour us.”

“Thank you, Tomok. You’re a good friend.” 

He hugged me. “Sorry, I should have asked if you were okay with being hugged. It was a thing humans did a lot.”

“I’m not so human now that I have these.” I made my tendrils emerge. 

Tomok placed his hand over his mouth, visibly shocked. “Slade, look at you. You have tendrils. When did this happen? Why are they so long? I did your scans, and you didn’t have them before. Can I try something?” He held onto my upper right one. “See if you can lift me up as high as you can.”

“I don’t have great control yet.” I lifted him, forcing my tendril to stand. Then, I put him down.

“How did you do that? I weigh about two hundred and fifty pounds, and the max I can lift with mine is one hundred and fifty. And that’s with weight training. If you don’t mind me saying, but you’re amazing. Hey, can you move them when you want?”

“No, lifting you took







































Chapter 4

Not All Bad Decisions Are Bad






























































































































































































Chapter 5

Wild Nights, Wilder Women


























































































































































































































































Chapter 6

Sometimes, Even the Tears of Gods Hold No Power


















































































































































































Chapter 7

Zoolee’s Insanity




























































































































































































Chapter 8

Sometimes, a Lie Is Best Kept up before It Becomes the Truth



















































































































































































































Chapter 9

Old Friends, Hated Enemies, and Bottles of Wine
























































































































































































































Chapter 10

Every Couple Argues

















































































































































































Chapter 11

Revelations
































































































































































































































































Chapter 12

Some Rules Are Made to Be Broken

















































































































































































































































Chapter 13

Nothing like Finding a stranger in Your House


























































































































































































































































Chapter 14

Saying Goodbye




















































































































































































































































Chapter 15

Can’t Keep a Good Man Down











































































































































































































Chapter 16

Is this Normal?

































































































































































































Chapter 17

Falling in Love is Easy. Just Let Go and Trust That It Can Kill You



































































































































































































Chapter 18

Surprise!











































































































































































































































Chapter 19

A Bumpy Return to Normalcy Eye





































































































































































































































Chapter 20

His Cottage, a Smile, and a Kiss, but His Life is Not His Life







































































































































































































































Chapter 21

Someone Once Said the Truth Will Set You Free, but That’s Not Always True. Sometimes, It Just makes You More of a Prisoner


















































































































































































































































Chapter 22

Well, This is New





























































































































































































































Chapter 23

The House of Sleepless Dreams





































































































































































































































































Chapter 24

No One Knows Anything without Remembering





















































































































































































































Chapter 25

Unexpected Truth









































































































































































































































































































































Chapter 26

The Flames of Love Can Never Truly Burn Only Scar























































































































































Chapter 27

The Family Grows














































































































































































































































Chapter 28

Slaves for Sale: You’ll Be a Slave to Our Prices









































































































































































































































































































Chapter 29

Past, Present, future, and Time outside of Time 
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Chapter 30

A Surprise Wedding Gift Was an Understatement, to say the Least
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